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David Henry Hwang is considered as one of the most talented Chinese American 
playwrights in the United States. In 1988, due to M. Butterfly, he became the first 
Chinese American writer who has ever been awarded the Tony Award for Best Play of 
the Year. M. Butterfly is a blending of Eastern and Western subjects as well as 
metatheatrical devices. 
Metadrama is drama about drama. It is put forth by Lionel Abel and further 
developed by Richard Hornby. Hornby divides metadrama into five categories, namely 
the play within the play, the ceremony within the play, role-playing within the role, 
literary and real-life reference, and self-reference. Though these varieties have their 
respective distinguishable effects, they are often blended into one another. M. Butterfly 
blends four types of metadramatic devices in it, which are the play within the play, 
role-playing within the role, literary and real-life reference and self-reference. At times, 
metatheatre can yield the effect of “estrangement” or “alienation” and help its 
audiences see different layers of the play, which is the true significance of metatheatre.  
This thesis will study the metatheatrical devices Hwang adopts in M. Butterfly, and 
explores the way in which Hwang successfully breaks the stereotypes of Asian 
Americans. It consists of five chapters. The first chapter gives a general introduction to 
the playwright David Henry Hwang and his play M. Butterfly and the brief 
illumination of metatheatre. In the second chapter, the metatheatrical device of play 
within the play will be studied. It illustrates how the playwright, with this device, 
develops his play through four layers in M. Butterfly, constantly creating and then 
breaking the dramatic illusion. In the third chapter, the focus will be laid upon the 
metatheatrical device of role-playing within the role. It reveals Hwang’s creative way 
of shaping his characters in M. Butterfly and helps the audience better probe into the 
inner world of the characters. In the fourth chapter, the device of real-life and literary 
reference will be discussed. It unfolds the relationships of the play with the real-life 
references and the literary reference, Madame Butterfly. In the fifth chapter, the 
acknowledgement of the audience and the metatheatrical device of self-reference are 
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brings the intimacy between the play and its audience; the latter creates the alienation 
effect and estranges the audiences from the characters in the play and the play itself, 
which assure that the audiences have their independent and undisruptive mental 
analysis of the play. The thesis ends with the conclusion that Hwang subverts the myth 
of Madame Butterfly and breaks the stereotypes of Asian Americans, calling for equal 
communication between the East and the West. 
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David Henry Hwang has drawn much attention. He “joins the first string of 
American playwrights” with his audacious play M. Butterfly (qtd. in the cover of 
Hwang, 1988). The play has received several major awards, including the Tony Award 
for the best play in 1988, the Outer Critics Circle Award for the best Broadway play as 
well as the Drama Desk Award for the best new play.  
M. Butterfly is based on an actual episode in 1964, an affair between Bernard 
Bouriscot, a French diplomat stationed in Beijing and a beautiful Chinese opera star -- 
Shi Pei-pu. After being together for more than twenty years -- when both of them were 
arrested in Paris and charged with being spies for Communist China -- he found out 
that “she” was actually a man. Besides, inspired by his experience as an Asian 
American, who is constantly stereotyped by the Caucasians from time to time, Hwang 
decides to do a “deconstructivist Madame Butterfly” rather than do a docudrama 
(Hwang, 1988: 95). Hwang is neither overtly concerned with how Song Liling pulled 
his hocus-pocus in the boudoir nor interested in explaining why Gallimard fails to find 
that Song is a man. Instead of directing his audience to a cluster of sexual relationships, 
Hwang stimulates mediations on illusion and reality, and the most heated conflicts of 
men versus women and the East versus the West. 
M. Butterfly draws both acclaim and criticism. Several reviewers applaud its 
ambition, creativity and richness while others find its characterizations and plot twists 
incredible. Wall Street Journal finds that “David Henry Hwang has something to say 
and an original audacious way of saying it” (qtd. in the cover of Hwang, 1988). Robert 
Skloot recognizes “the originality and innovative aspects of Hwang’s work” (Skloot, 
1990: 61). It is also considered a politically subversive drama by many Asian 
Americans and feminist critics. To Chalsa Loo, the play is a work of “complexity and 
brilliance” in the way it “deconstructs Giacomo Puccini’s famous opera Madame 
Butterfly” (Loo, 1993: 16). Robert Skloot claims M. Butterfly to be “thoroughly 
subversive” by “confronting with challenges to cultural and gender assumptions” and 
“is receptive to his interrelated critiques of the stereotyping of Asians, social 
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American foreign policy in Asia” (Skloot, 1990: 59).  
Though having made a hit in Broadway, M. Butterfly also suffers from criticism. In 
a New York Times review, John Gross judges M. Butterfly “a mess, intellectually 
speaking, better as a personal tragedy than a play of ideas” (qtd. in “David Henry 
Hwang”, 2005). The play has also been criticized for its superficial treatment of the 
Asian political situation, especially its cartoonish portrayal of Chinese communism, 
and for its failing to remark that the account of the East-West relation in the play is 
perceived from a dominant Western positioning (Lye, 1995).  
Besides, opinions regarding the play’s ultimate effect on how Asians are perceived 
have diverged widely. While many Asian Americans of all ethnicities celebrate the 
first international recognition of an American dramatist of Asian descent, others feel 
that Hwang perpetuates rather than subverts the stereotypes. For Maxine Hong 
Kingston, Chinese American actors “are given too few dignified parts to play. If no 
playwrights like David Henry Hwang came along, a generation of actors who speak 
out accents would be lost” and David Henry Hwang “gives [Chinese American theatre] 
life once again” (Kingston, 1990: ix). M. Butterfly is believed to continue to promote 
the view of East Asia as exotic and the perception of Asians as devious, manipulative, 
and cunning. In The Big AIIIEEEEE! An Anthology of Chinese American and Japanese 
American Literature, Frank Chin declares war against Hwang and other Chinese 
American writers, who he thinks try to please white readers by reinforcing the 
stereotypes: “Kingston, Hwang, and Tan are the first writers of any race, and certainly 
the first writers of Asian ancestry, to so boldly fake the best known works from the 
most universally known body of Asian literature and lore in history” (Chin, 1990: 3). 
However, women are inclined to appreciate the play for its overturning of 
long-standing stereotypes of the submissive lotus blossom, while men are more likely 
to protest the continued effeminization of the Asian male (Moy, 1990: 53).  
As Shan Te-hsing points out, one of the major problems in present Chinese 
American literature study is that most scholars concentrate on the Post-Colonialism, 
Feminism and Identity while more or less neglect the individuality of certain writers 
and certain writers (He Wenjing, 2006). Most critics of M. Butterfly focus their 
attention on Cultural Politics, Post-Colonialism, Orientalism, and Gender issues, etc. 
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